Developmental Consequences of Prenatal Substance Use in Children and Adolescents.
Objective: Prenatal substance use is increasing and is a major public health concern due to its impact on women's health and child development. Prior studies demonstrate an association between prenatal substance use and deficits in children's physical, cognitive, behavioral, and emotional development. Many studies, however, have significant methodological limitations that hinder our understanding of the impact of substance use on child development. The goal of this review is to describe the risks of prenatal substance use on child development among studies that have overcome major study limitations to inform the development of targeted interventions to improve child health. Methods: Studies investigating the relationship between prenatal substance use and its impact on child development are identified. Studies employing a prospective, longitudinal study design with appropriate comparison groups and methods accounting for potentially confounding variables are reviewed. Results: Prenatal tobacco or alcohol use has the most well-established adverse impact on child development, including an increased risk for behavioral problems and deficits in academic performance, resulting in significant functional impairment. Prenatal marijuana use is associated with deficits in executive and intellectual functioning among school-age children and adolescents. Prenatal opioid use and child development findings are conflicting, but treatment with opioid agonist therapy for opioid use disorder (e.g., methadone or buprenorphine) does not appear to have a negative impact on child growth, cognition, language abilities, sensory processing, or temperament. Prenatal amphetamine and cocaine use may have a negative impact on child development, but effects, in part, are mediated by childhood environment and adversity. Conclusions: Preventative efforts in women's health are needed to reduce substance use and unplanned pregnancies. Early interventions for children exposed to substances are needed as well as interventions targeting the myriad of issues that co-occur with substance use, including poverty, mental health problems, and childhood adversity.